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The Passover Seder



To commemorate the exodus from Egypt, the Passover was celebrated in Jerusalem each spring on the fourteenth day of Nisan (March/April). There were detailed prescriptions for the preparation and the eating of the Passover lamb. 
1. Find a proper place for the Passover meal. It had to be big enough to accommodate all the people who lay at table and usually numbered about ten. Because the feast was celebrated in Jerusalem and the night had to be spent there, the thousands of people from all over caused a serious accommodation problem. This was solved by declaring Jerusalem to be national property for the purposes of the feast. Inhabitants were compelled, as far as possible, to supply the pilgrims with place to stay. This explains why Jesus could obtain an upper room, and also the subsequent preparations by his disciples (Mk 14:12–26par). 
2. All old leaven or leavened bread had to be removed from the room in commemoration of the exodus, when only unleavened bread was eaten (cf. 1 Cor 5:6–8; Mt 16:6).
3. A yearling male lamb without defect had to be slaughtered by the head of the table-company, or by his representative, on the afternoon of the fourteenth of Nisan in the inner court of the temple. The blood was caught by the priests and poured out against the altar of the burnt-offering. After that, the lamb was taken home and roasted in one piece—any other way of doing it was forbidden. Because no metal had to touch the lamb, a roasting-spit made of pomegranate-wood was prescribed, which had to be stuck through the lamb lengthwise.
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The family or the table-company gathered to celebrate the Passover at sunset, therefore, at the beginning of the fifteenth of Nisan, according to Jewish calculation. 
               The meal started with a prayer of dedication which the head of the household, or of the table-company, spoke over the first of the four cups. As was the custom, the wine in the cups was mixed with water. 
Cup #1: With the first cup, an hors d’oeuvre of bitter herbs was served. Then the Passover lamb was dedicated

Cup #2 Before the lamb could be eaten, the actual Passover liturgy had to take place when the head of the family answered his son’s questions, to wit: ‘What makes this night different from other nights? All other nights we eat leavened and unleavened bread; tonight only unleavened; all other nights we eat meat that is roasted, steamed and cooked; tonight only roasted; all other nights we eat all kinds of herbs, tonight only bitter ones’. His father would then explain that it reminded them of the exodus from Egypt when God spared the households that had the blood of the Passover lamb on the doorposts; that the liberation from Egypt had happened so quickly that the dough had had no time to rise; that on that night the Passover lamb had been merely roasted, and that the bitter herbs reminded them of how the Egyptians had made their ancestors’ lives bitter. Each generation was compelled to remember these things as if it had all happened to them personally. ‘That is why we are compelled to thank, worship, laud, glorify, magnify, acclaim, bless, and exalt him, and to sing the praises of the one who wrought this great wonder for the sake of our ancestors and ourselves, the one who led us from slavery to freedom, from trouble to joy, from mourning to feasting, from darkness to great light, from a yoke to liberty, and we will sing a hymn before him’. This hymn consisted of the first part of the Hallel (song of praise), Ps 113–114 (according to the school of Hillel; according to Shammai, only Psalm 113), and then the second cup was drunk. 
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After grace was said by the head of the household, the main course was served—the Passover lamb, together with the unleavened bread and the bitter herbs.
Cup #3  A prayer of thanksgiving over the third cup (the so-called ‘cup of blessing’ or ‘cup of thanksgiving’—cf. 1 Cor 10:16) ended the meal. Finally, the second part of the Hallel was sung, namely Ps 114 (115)-118 (cf. Mk 14:26 par) 
Cup #4 a fourth cup sent around. Before midnight, the Passover had to be at an end.                  [After the destruction of the temple in 70 ad, the Passover lambs could, of course, not be slaughtered according to instructions, but the feast had to be celebrated anyway. Yet the hope and expectation of a time to come, in which they would again celebrate the Passover in Jerusalem properly, was kept alive by the greeting with which the feast was ended and in which all the longing for and hope of liberation to come was summarized: ‘Next year in Jerusalem!’]
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LORD’S SUPPER: A good insight into the ritual of the Passover helps to understand Jesus’ own institution of the Lord’s supper, which obviously took place against the background of the Passover. An interesting question is at what stage in the meal Jesus spoke the words of institution. Most probably the words about his body were spoken when the bread was shared after grace was said at the start of the principal meal (cf. Mk 14:23par; Billerbeck, Jeremias), while the words about his blood were said over the third cup, which followed immediately after the prayer of thanksgiving at the end of the principal meal. The precise relationship between Passover and the Lord’s supper is not clear in all respects. Yet we can say that the Lord’s supper does not suggest any sacrificial meal or the repetition of a sacrifice, but only the participation in the fruits of a sacrifice already completed. That is why Paul can describe Christ as our slain Passover lamb (1 Cor 5:7). 










